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Translatio Imperii - Translatio Historiae: 
Myth, History and Politics in Middle 
English Stones of the Trojan War
Like many other peoples of medieval Europe the British derived their ori­
gin from the heroes of the Trojan war. This rather complicated mythical- 
historical construct based on a medieval reading of Virgil, a brief al­
lusion in Nenius’s Historia Britonum, and, possibly, remnants of some 
Celtic legend, was introduced into medieval historiography by Geoffrey 
of Monmouth in his 12th-century Historia Raegum Britanniae. In Geof­
frey’s narrative, Felix Brutus, the great-grandson of Aeneas, the founder 
of Rome, travels to a distant island in the north to build a new Troy. In 
Geoffrey’s vision of history we immediately recognize the paradigm of 
translatio imperii, well known to classical and medieval historiography, 
used by it to legitimize new rulers and dynasties and to make an impres­
sion of the continuity of power. The concept of translatio imperii often 
stood at the basis of group and, later, national identity of new political 
structures (see e. g. Krämer, Federico). 
Brutus’ voyage to the north is thus a repetition, or even a continu­
ation, of the journey of Aeneas. Just as Virgil in Book VI of the Aeneid 
makes Aeneas hear the prophecy of his father Anchises and then search 
for the promised Latium, so does Geoffrey instigate Brutus’ search by a 
prophecy of Diana according to which: 
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... beyond the setting of the sun, past the realms of Gaul, there lies an island 
in the sea, once occupied by giants. Now it is empty and ready for your folk. 
Down the years this will prove an abode suited to you and your people; and 
for your descendents it will be a second Troy. (Geoffrey of Monmouth 65)
For Geoffrey, London is Brutus' Troia Nova or Trinovantum. There 
the prophecy of Diana will come true and the glory of Troy will continue 
to shine. The first chapter of Historia Raegum Britanniae uses in its con­
struction the classic props of what the anthropologists call the myth of 
origin (Gumpert 123-5): there is divine prophecy and thus intervention, 
there is the journey to the promised land, there is the trial of the founder’s 
courage as he has to wage war against the giants still living on the island. 
But Geoffrey incorporates this myth into his book with all the seriousness 
and scholarly authority due to historiography. In his preface he speaks of 
his source: an ancient volume written in the language of the Britons that 
he received from Walter, the Archdeacon of Oxford. The existence of such 
a volume has not been proved, but it cannot be denied that Geoffrey was 
familiar with earlier attempts at writing the history of the island: De Ex- 
cidio Britaniae by Gildas Sapiens (6th c. ), Bede’s Ecclesiatical History or 
Nenius’ Historia Britonum (8th c. ). Still, Geoffrey uses his sources freely, 
blends fact and legend, and clearly shapes his vision of the early history 
of the Britons to show them as noble and heroic. The fact that as many as 
186 Latin manuscripts of his book survive suggest that the Middle Ages 
treated Geoffrey as a serious or, at least, as a useful historiographer. The 
appeal of Geoffrey’s version of the British myth of origin was reinforced 
and popularised by two poetic paraphrases of his work, one in French by 
Wace, the other in English by Layamon. 
The number of references made to Brutus and Troy in English me­
dieval literature allows to assume that the myth sank deep into the 
mentality of the British and became a major pillar of their communal 
mythical-historical memory. No wonder then that the history of the Tro­
jan war, a war in which the distant ancestors of the Britons had won their 
glory, came to serve as inspiration for literature bordering on historio­
graphy, epic and romance. English medieval authors found Troy to be a 
convenient point of reference not only in their retelling of the past but 
also in their discussion of the present. The centrality of the Trojan myth 
to the concept of British identity made it a powerful tool in the hands 
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of authors who tried to shape their readers’ attitudes to current politi­
cal issues.
In the present article there is room only for several most important 
contexts in which the medieval authors’ discourse of ancient Troy in­
vites parallels with the New Troy. Already Geoffrey of Monmouth, in his 
mythographic history of Albion’s beginnings, seems to be pursuing some 
aim that transcends the historical context of the events. His Historia was 
composed around the year 1136, seventy years after the Battle of Hast­
ings, when the Norman kings of England must have begun to treat the 
island as their home. Until that year the crown had been in the hands 
of Henry I, William the Conqueror’s son, an educated king according to 
William of Malmesbury (William of Malmesbury 45), and, most proba­
bly, the first Norman king who spoke English. In popular imagination 
the presence of the Normans in England could no longer be sanctioned 
only by the victory at Hastings: the distant history of the Celtic Britons 
could be used to legitimise the rule of the Normans who, according to 
William of Jumidges’ Gesta Normannorum Ducum of ca. 1070, could also 
trace their roots to the Trojan diaspora (Rouse 326). Geoffrey begins his 
history with the myth of Trojan origin of Britain to sanction the rule of 
the Norman kings by implying the logic of translatio imperii from Brutus 
to Arthur to William, who defeats the Anglo-Saxon invaders of Arthur’s 
Britain.
When in 1154 Wace writes Roman de Brut, a French poetic para­
phrase of Geoffrey’s Historia, the political message of the myth of Bru­
tus becomes even more obvious. According to Layamon, who translated 
Roman de But some 50 years later, Wace dedicated and presented a 
manuscript of his poem to Eleonore of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II, who 
had just begun his reign (Layamon, 11. 21-3). The myth of a second Troy, 
and a second Camelot, was now to be continued by the royal couple 
who ruled England, Normandy, Anjou and Aquitaine. Efforts to build 
Henry Il’s royal image by mythical references are confirmed by another 
12th-century historian, the Welshmen Giraldus Cambrensis, who, in De 
Principis Instructione Liber, reports Henry to have helped the monks of 
Glastonbury in finding the tomb of Arthur (see Brengle 9-10).
Twelfth century historiography used the Trojan myth of origin to 
construct a new myth of the Plantagenets as heirs and continuators of 
Brutus’ and Arthur’s heroic rule. Layamon’s translation of Roman de Brut 
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into English at the beginning of the 13th century proves that the popular­
ity of the myth began to spread beyond the Norman aristocratic circles. 
It also suggests that the propagandist aim of the myth, the construction 
of a new historical memory that organises and explains the present, had 
been achieved.
Literature and propaganda would continue to appeal to this com­
munal memory for many centuries. Until the Renaissance Geoffrey’s His- 
toria would be used by royal pretenders to support their claims to the 
throne. The cult of Edward IV (1461-9, 1471-3), built methodically by a 
group of medieval PR specialists, among others by the famous alchemist 
George Ripley, rested on Trojan and Arthurian imagery (Hughes). As late 
as the 17th century James the VI of Scotland will ground his claims to the 
English throne after the death of Elizabeth on Geoffrey’s genealogy. On 
coming to the throne and uniting the kingdoms of England and Scotland 
he will be represented in panegyric literature (see Munday) as the second 
Brutus who fulfils the prophecies recorded in Geoffrey’s book.
It must be made clear that in the 12th century the combination of 
myth and literature with political and dynastic propaganda of transla- 
tio imperii was not only the domain of Anglo-Norman aristocracy. For 
French and German princes Charlemagne became a similar propagan­
dist point of reference in history. Merging history, legend and fiction, the 
Chansons de geste and romances, construct the ideal world of chivalry 
and thus express the aspirations of aristocratic Europe. Royal or dy­
nastic ritual made frequent use of symbols associated with Charles the 
Great. For instance, Frederick Barbarossa turned the reputed throne of 
Charlemagne into a central symbol of power for the Holy Roman Empire 
(Mierow 48-9).
Searching for symbols of its own, Anglo-Norman historiography 
used Troy as an important mythographic element which soon became 
a topos carrying the meaning of heroism, pride, tradition and continuity. 
The mention of Troy and its warriors in narratives on medieval heroes 
can be seen as a romance convention used to establish the desired tone 
of epic seriousness and to appeal to and boost the national pride of the 
readers. In Arthurian romances the king’s Trojan ancestry is often ex­
plained. In the alliterative Morte Arthure for instance, the author con­
cludes his praise of the glory of the dying king by calling him the descen­
dant of Hector and Priam.
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That was of Ectores blude, the kynge son of Troye, 
And of Sir Pryamous the prynce, praysede in erthe;
Fro thythen broghte the Bretons all his bolde eldyrs
Into Bretayne the Brode, as he Bruytte tellys. (11. 4343-6)
The late 14th century romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight opens 
with a famous reference to Troy before it moves on to praise and idealize 
Camelot. The fame of Camelot still lives with the fame of Troy and the 
code of chivalry, constructed and propagated by the romances, is seen as 
a continuation of the heroic code of the ancient warriors.
Troy is seen as the archetype of chivalry in the 14th-century Laud 
Troy Book or the 15th-century Gest Historiale of the Destruction of Troy, 
alliterative epic romances based on the Latin Historia Destructionis 
Troiae written by Guido delle Collona in the 13th century. Guido’s Latin 
compendium of the Trojan stories served as a basis for most medieval vi­
sions of the war. Laud Troy Book derives the concept of knightly prowess 
from the heroic deeds of the Trojans: “there alle prowes of knyghtes be­
gan” (1. 32) and later adds:
Off swyche a fyght as ther was one,
In al this world was neuere none,
Ne neuere schal be til domysday -
With-oute drede, I dar wel say; -
Ne neuere better men born ware,
Then were than a-sembled thare;
Neuere was, ne neuere schal be
So many gode men at asemble -
I dar wel say, be my ffay, -
As were at that batayle of Troy. (11. 35-44)
The author of Gest Historiale calls the ancient heroes “nobill,” "strongest 
in armes,” “wisest in wers” (11. 5, 7-8).
All Trojan stories express admiration for the heroes’ loyalty, honour 
and martial skills. Praise is expressed in terms of the medieval chivalric 
code as the authors conventionally medievalise the shapes and colours 
of the represented world. Medieval chivalry defines and motivates the 
behaviour of the main characters. While the authors dutifully inform the 
readers of what they believe are historical sources of their narratives, de­
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picting history is not their only or their main intention. The author of 
the Gest Historíale openly declares that he writes his work for “boldyng 
of heretes” (to embolden the hearts) (1. 14). So the history of Troy, told 
in a way that praises military prowess, becomes a message for the con­
temporaries. The historical context of the 14th and 15th century cannot 
be overlooked here. The hundred years’ war had already dragged long 
enough for the morale of the English to sag. Troy supplied ready images 
of heroic deeds that could embolden their hearts. All the four major Tro­
jan romances were composed between 1370 and 1450 and may therefore 
be treated as a commentary of the ongoing military involvement on the 
continent. Notably, earlier texts concentrate primarily on the narration 
of warfare and the martial courage of the warriors while later ones lean 
towards the praise of peace.
John Lydgate’s Troy Book is such a critique of war. It may serve as a 
good example of 15th century applications of the theme of Troy to the au­
thor’s political, even propagandist, discourse with the present. From the 
prologue we learn that Lydgate wrote the Book at the order of Henry, heir 
to the English throne, the future Henry V. Lydgate follows here the old 
traditions of proud references to the British myth of origin as he speaks 
of Henry as the future ruler of "Brutys Albioun.” (1. 104) This dedication 
to Henry foretells the presence of a strong narratorial voice in the work 
that addresses, praises and advises the young prince. The narrator’s com­
mentary has therefore a clearly aristocratic perspective. A recent editor 
of fragments of Lydgate’s work, calls Troy Book "a mirror for kings and 
nobles” (Lydgate 6). The story of the siege and the battles at Troy be­
comes for Lydgate a pretext for the composition of a moral and political 
tract, expressed in digressions and commentaries, in which prudence, 
restraint and compromise are the major messages. Prince Hector is in 
Lydgate the main character that carries these values. "He had in hym 
sovereine excellence, / And governaunce medlid with prudence, / That 
nought asterte him, he was so wis and war” (11.3489-91). The fall of Troy 
is in the Book clearly a warning against imprudent, emotional decisions 
of aristocratic warriors responsible for the fate of the city. Of course the 
medieval topos of the changeability and fickleness of Fortune is present 
in Lydgate’s commentary, but under the pen of its Christian author this 
pagan story had to take into account the element of free will and thus of 
political and moral responsibility of the heroes. In Lydgate, the tragedy 
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of Troy is a result of rash political decisions which the narrator judges 
and brandishes. Derek Pearsall calls the Troy Book a homily and an en­
cyclopedia but denies it the name of an epic. And indeed, the almost 
continuous authorial commentary turns the history of Troy into a Tro­
jan exemplum.
Lydgate’s moral treatise has its conclusion in the epilogue to the 
poem, where we find a panegyric picture of Henry, the prince of peace. 
The epilogue was written in 1420, when a chance of peace in the French 
war really appeared, but was to be soon compromised by Henry himself. 
Henry’s victory at Agincourt in 1415 stirred up his hopes for the French 
crown while the treaty of Troyes, signed in 1420 after the invasion of Nor­
mandy, defined the terms of his marriage to Katherine de Valois, daugh­
ter of king Charles VI. After 70 years of war peace finally had a chance. 
Henry was now in fact heir to the French throne. But apparently Henry 
lacked the qualities of prudence and restraint. His peaceful policies did 
not last long. In spite of opposition and criticism of a military solution he 
organized another expedition against the French king and lost the op­
portunity of putting an end to war. In such a political context Lydgate’s 
history of Troy must be read as addressed to the king and the royal advis­
ers supporting his war. His criticism of Greek and Trojan impulsiveness 
and quick temper and of their lack of negotiation skills must be a critique 
of the king’s military ambitions. The idealised vision of the royal couple 
peacefully ruling united England and France in the future is yet another 
vision of a New Troy. This time also only a literary vision, never realized 
in the Middle Ages. Moral, political or ideological discourse is univer­
sally part of our experience of literature, also medieval literature. But the 
topos of the Trojan war, significantly present in the historical and na­
tional awareness of medieval England, was used for the purposes of such 
a discourse more frequently than other classical themes and narratives. 
The myth of British origin in the Trojan diaspora imposed a special role 
on all literary references to Troy. Such references were made where liter­
ature tried to define English historical memory but also where it aimed 
at shaping attitudes to the present. The symbolism of Troy was used in 
political persuasion and dynastic propaganda. The Trojan myth of ori­
gin, shared in the Middle Ages by many European nations, was a use­
ful instrument in promoting the concept of translatio imperii, the trans­
mission of power and righteous authority from the noble heroic past to 
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contemporary monarchs and dynasties. Through the figure of Geoffrey 
of Monmouth's Felix Brutus, who transfers the ancient authority from 
Troy to London, the Second Troy or Troianova, the true glory of the Tro­
jan heroes, rendered in a high epic style, contributes to the building of 
a heroic image of the Plantagenets and encourages the readers’ identifi­
cation with the tradition the kings continue. The medieval re-writers of 
Troy are clearly aware that translatio imperii depends largely on trans­
late historiae.
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